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GABON - KEY ECONOMIC INDICATORS 
(In millions of U.S. dollars unless noted) 











1985 1986 1987 1988 
(est) (proj.) 
Domestic Economy 
Population (millions) 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.0 
GDP in current dollars ($ bil.) 3<6 aes 3u3 Sez 
Real GDP growth (%) 0.7 -6.0 -12.0 -3.0 
GDP-local currency (CFA bil.) 1646 1173 994 973 
Petroleum production (MMT) 8.6 8.0 8.0 7.8 
Consumer Price Index ($%) 8.0 TsO -1.0 -2.0 
Government Finance 
Receipts ($ billion) 1.4 1.4 0.8 0.8 
Expenditures ($ billion) 1.6 1.9 1.2 ded 
(investment budget) 897 875 287 275 
Balance of Payments 
Exports (FOB) 1860 1075 1279 1213 
Imports (CIF) 854 970 433 705 
Trade balance 1010 105 546 508 
Current Account balance -180 -1109 -476 -570 
Foreign debt 803 1428 1956 2397 
Debt service ratio (%) 12.8 23.3 32<8 34 
Foreign exchange res. and gold 198 132 18 62 
Average exchange rate 450 347 300 299 
X CFA = $1.00 
Foreign Assistance 
French bilateral aid 58 74 500 500 
U.S. bilateral aid 1.9 Led ive hao 
Economic (Peace Corps) 1.8 1.5 1.3 id 
Military 0.1 9.2 0.1 0.1 
U.S.-Gabon Trade 
U.S. exports to Gabon 91 25 53 $3 
U.S. imports from Gabon 532 227 379 214 
Trade balance -432 -202 -327 -161 


U.S. share of Gabon's exports (1987): 30% 
U.S. share of Gabon's imports (1987): 8% 


Principal U.S. exports (1987): mechanical shovels, 
radiotelegraphics, and general merchandise. 
Principal U.S. imports (1987): crude oil and manganese. 


Sources: Government of Gabon, IMF, Embassy and Commerce estimates. 








SUMMARY: 


Although Gabon's oil-dominated economy contracted in 1988 for the 
third consecutive year, the country remains relatively prosperous, 
with the highest per capita income in Sub-Saharan Africa: about 
$3,200 (based on IMF GDP figures and using an estimated population 
of one million). In local currency terms, the price of oil 
plunged by two thirds between 1985 and 1988, causing severe 
disruptions in capital development programs, governmental and 
private sector budgeting processes, the financial sector, etc. 

The Government of Gabon signed a 2-year, 99 million SDR Stand-by 
Agreement in late 1986 with the IMF, rescheduled public debt, and 
invoked a wide-ranging structural adjustment program supported by 
a 1988 commitment of some $95 million from the World Bank and the 
African Development Bank. 


While most observers expect the current economic situation to 
prevail through 1989, there are several positive developments. 

The massive Rabi-Kounga on-shore oil deposit (believed to contain 
well over 1 billion barrels) should begin producing as early as 
January 1989. The minerals port of Owendo has been completed, 
increasing the export capacity for Gabon's large manganese 
reserves by more than 50 percent. In addition, a significant 
discovery of a large deposit of phosphates, niobium, titanium, and 
rare earths has generated interest in developing this untapped 
resources. 


President Bongo's visit to Washington, in 1987, strengthened the 
good ties between Gabon and the United States. Gabon's abundant 
natural resources, relative prosperity, and its Western economic 
and political orientation are attractive incentives for American 
trade and investment. The petroleum sector will continue to 
dominate U.S. business interests for the foreseeable future, but 
forestry, aquaculture, mining, construction, and 
telecommunications also hold promise. Firms which make key local 
contacts and can operate in a French environment could use the 
present period to develop a base for expansion when the economy 
improves. 


CURRENT ECONOMIC SITUATION AND TRENDS 


The Economy: In 1987 the all-important petroleum sector accounted 

for 27 percent of Gabon's gross domestic product (GDP), 68 percent 

of exports, and 26 percent of government revenue. Due to the 

interactive effects of a drop in world oil prices and weakened 
dollar, real GDP fell 6 percent in 1986, 12 percent in 1987, and 

an estimated 3 percent in 1988. Exports in 1987 stood at only two- 
thirds of the 1985 level, and Gabon's current account deficit 
topped $450 million--equivalent to almost 15 percent of GDP. 
External debt jumped to an estimated $2.4 billion in 1988, up from 
$1.4 billion in 1986. 





Gabon's structural adjustment program has entailed drastic budget 
cuts, a streamlining of the public and parastatal personnel 
systems, a reduction in government salary scales, closing or 
privatizing a number of parastatal enterprises, and a reduction in 
subsidies of basic commodities and services. Other measures 
include limits on government ministry borrowing, a governmental 
credit ceiling, increased taxes, and mandatory loan deductions 
from civil servants' paychecks. 


Following the 1986 Stand-by Agreement with the IMF, in 1987 and 
1988 the Paris Club rescheduled Gabon's official debt on favorable 
terms. In 1988 the World Bank announced a $50 million soft-term 
loan to Gabon, complemented by a $45 million commitment from the 
African Development Bank. These funds (expected to be matched by 
equal amounts over the next several years) will be used for 
correcting balance-of-payments imbalances and for funding program 
activities such as road reconstruction and extension, agricultural 
development and public sector technical assistance. 


Trade: France is Gabon's main trading partner, normally 
accounting for half of Gabonese imports and buying 30 percent of 
the country's exports. In 1987, U.S. exports to Gabon were valued 
at $53 million, while imports from Gabon to the United States were 
worth $379 million. Gabonese import levels were down 23 percent 
in 1987 due to the economic contraction, and totalled $733 
million. The economic slowdown and the structural adjustment 
program have depressed Gabon's import levels, and no rebound is 
expected for at least 2 to 3 three years. 


In 1987, Gabon's major exports were petroleum ($875 million), 
timber products (approximately $160 million), manganese ($118 
million), and uranium ($83 million). About half of Gabonese 
imports normally consist of capital goods such as equipment, 
tools, metal products, and transportation equipment. Food 
products constitute the second largest import category. 


Petroleum: In late 1988, Gabon--OPEC's smallest member--produced 
about 160,000 barrels of oil per day, with the largest operators 
being the Elf group (67 percent), Shell Gabon (13 percent), AMOCO 
(11 percent), and TENNECO (whose assets in Gabon have been 
purchased by British Gas) (9 percent). In 1986 France and the 
United States were the biggest markets for Gabon's oil, buying 45 
percent and 18 percent respectively. Other EEC members purchased 
17 percent of Gabon's petroleum exports, with Taiwan (6 percent) 
and the Republic of Korea (5 percent) also being large buyers. 


The massive Rabi-Kounga on-shore oil field is conservatively 
estimated to hold some 1.2 billion barrels, of which a minimum 450 
million are thought to be recoverable. Nearby satellite fields 
have also been deemed economically significant, leading petroleum 











geologists to believe Rabi-Kounga is part of a larger formation. 
Shell and Elf plan to begin production in early 1989 and expect to 
extract an average of 120,000 barrels per day by 1990. 


In 1988 both CONOCO and TENNECO (British Gas) were awarded large 
on-shore tracts in the latest bidding round for exploration areas. 
Industry observers say 3 to 5 years will be needed to assess 
fully the potential in these blocs, but initial analyses are 
promising. 


Other U.S. operators active in Gabon are AMOCO, Sun Oil, ARCO, and 
ODECO, plus a number of oil service companies which are centered 
at Port-Gentil, the country's oil capital. 


Mining: The rich manganese deposits near Moanda in southeastern 
Gabon contain some 200 million tons of high grade or--about 6 
percent of the non-communist world's total. In 1987, output was 
2.2 million tons, worth some $118 million. The mining company 
COMILOG (whose largest equity holder is USX) transports the 
manganese 76 kilometers to a railhead in the Congo by means of an 
aerial ropeway, for shipment via the Congolese railway to Pointe 
Noire. However, with the completion of the minerals port of 
Owendo, near Libreville, Gabon's export capability will leap to 
nearly 4 million tons per year, as ore will be shipped on the 
Transgabon railroad to Owendo, as well as exported through the 
Congo. Gabon's ability to significantly increase exports quickly 
means it is uniquely placed in the world to make good any 
international manganese ore deficit in the event of a minerals 
cut-off from South Africa. 


Uranium concentrate production in 1987 was 891 metric tons, down 
from a high of over 1,200 tons in 1985. Exports in 1987 were 
valued at $83 million. The uranium ore is mined near Mounana in 
south eastern Gabon and processed into yellow cake for export. 
Deposits are expected to be depleted in 30 to 35 years at present 
extraction rates. 


Other mineral resources not yet fully exploited include an 
estimated 850 million tons of iron ore--about half of which is high 
grade--located in the country's inaccessible far northeast. In 
addition, there are also deposits of barytes, niobium, rare 

earths, phosphate, and titanium. In 1987 small-scale gold 
production amounted to more than 2,250 ounces. 


Infrastructure and Communications: In 1986, the 433-mile 
Transgabon railway linking Libreville with Franceville in the far 
southeast was completed. With the December 1988 opening of the 
minerals port of Owendo, the approximately 1 million tons of ore 
traffic will nearly double the volume load of the railway, which 
also hauls timber, uranium, consumer goods, and passengers. 








The Government of Gabon is actively pursuing plans to construct 
secondary feeder roads to promote economic development in the 
largely jungle areas abutting the railway. Presently, this 
Colorado-sized country has only 460 miles of paved road in its 
4,300-mile road network. The road network is slated for upgrading 
and extension with loans from the multilateral banks. 


Gabon's two modern ports (Owendo and Port-Gentil) handled over 7.6 
million tons of cargo in 1986, with Port-Gentil having about 85 
percent of the traffic by volume. Gabon is a frequent port of 
call for major shipping lines, particularly those plying the west 
coast of Africa to and from Europe. Gabon's telecommunications 
system is one of the most advanced in Africa, and one can direct 
dial almost anywhere in Gabon or the rest of the world from 
Libreville. Gabon has more than 30 public airfields, an estimated 
100 private landing strips, and one of the largest civil aviation 
fleets in Africa. With more than 10 international air carriers 
serving Libreville, there are daily air connections to Europe and 
elsewhere in Africa. 


Agriculture, Fishing and Forestry: Gabon's exploitable, renewable 
timber resource potential is estimated to be a massive 300 million 
cubic meters of wood, a third of which is Okoume, a light hardwood 
which is the principal export species. Most wood products are 
exported as crude logs or as plywood. Sales and marketing are 
controlled by a state monopoly, SNBG, which has had administrative 
and financial problems in recent years, but in late 1988 began a 
major restructuring. Timber products have typically been Gabon's 
second largest export, comprising about 12 percent of all exports 
and in recent years averaging about $160 million in value. 


Gabon currently imports over half of its food requirements, as 
less than 1 percent of the country's total land area is under 
cultivation. Agricultural development is now a national priority, 
one that will be supported with multilateral bank program funds. 
There are small parastatal palm oil, rubber, cattle, and poultry 
operations under way, but overall production levels are low. In 
1986 Gabon exported 1,800 tons of cocoa, 2,300 tons of coffee, and 
around 8,000 of sugar. Gabon's rich fishing grounds have an 
estimated reserve of over 250,000 tons of fish and 2,000 tons of 
shellfish. Most industrial fishing in Gabonese waters is done by 
foreign fleets. Small aquaculture projects, assisted by Peace 


Corps volunteers, have begun to supply an increasing amount of 
fish in inland areas. 


Other Sectors: The manufacturing and processing sectors only 
contributed 8 percent of Gabon's GDP in 1986. Growth has been 
hampered by the small internal market and relatively high local 
wages. Production is concentrated on light manufacturing, 
processing of raw materials, and consumer products such as beer, 
soft drinks, cigarettes, soap, construction materials, flour, 
paint, and some chemicals, In 1986, the Gabon power and water 








company (SEEG) produced 898 million kilowatt-hours of electricity, 
mostly generated from hydroelectric sources, aided by supplemental 
thermal generators. 


IMPLICATIONS FOR THE UNITED STATES 


With its long history of political stability, conservative 
financial management, and pro-Western, free enterprise orientation, 
Gabon has created a favorable climate for American and other 
Western trade and investment. The Government of Gabon actively 
pursues foreign commercial contacts, recognizing the need to 
attract foreign skill, technology, and capital to assist in the 
economic development of the country. While there is no indication 
that Gabon intends to distance itself completely from its close 
traditional relationship with France, during recent years Gabon 
has been attempting to diversify its economic relationships. It 
has been particularly interested in developing stronger commercial 
ties with the United States, Japan, Canada, and Western Europe, 
although France retains a dominant foreign trade and investment 
position. 


From the U.S. commercial perspective, medium-term prospects in 
Gabon are favorable, given the petroleum, mineral, timber, and 
fisheries resources available. In the near term, the Rabi-Kounga 
Oil field is expected to give the economy a needed lift by 1990, 
when taxes and royalties from the 1989 production fall due. 
However, the critical factors in determining the states of the 
economy will be world oil prices, the value of the dollar 
vis-a-vis the CFA franc, the country's ability to diversify away 
from its dependency on oil, and continued adherence to its 
structural adjustment program. 


Gabon's investment code follows a general model used in former 
French African colonies, but provides nonetheless more liberal 
terms for American and other investors than in most of the other 
Francophone countries. There have been no known cases of 
expropriation or forced nationalization since independence in 
1960. A bilateral investment treaty between the United States and 
Gabon was initialled in 1987. Only a few more elements require 
further negotiations. 


Following the sale of TENNECO's Gabonese assets to British Gas, 
American investment in Gabon stands at approximately $600 

million. The bulk of this investment is concentrated in the 
petroleum sector, with five U.S. companies active in production 
and/or exploration. In addition, Mobil is the third largest 
petroleum products retailer. in Gabon, and there are a sizeable 
number of small oil-sector service companies based in Port-Gentil. 
Citibank, with offices in Libreville and Port-Gentil, has played a 
key role in government and commercial banking since 1976. A wide 
variety of other U.S. firms such as IBM, DHL, Hertz, Lockheed, 
Motorola, Caterpillar, and Scientific Atlanta have representatives 
Or commercial interest in Gabon. 
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U.S. firms in Gabon participate in the American Business 
Association (ABA), which provides a forum for private and public 
sector representatives of all nationalities. The most important 
commercial event in Gabon, the annual International Trade Fair of 
Libreville, takes place in March and is visited by the President, 
senior Government of Gabon officials, and about 85,000 others. 

For the past 5 years, U.S. firms have participated in the American 
Pavilion organized by the U.S. Embassy. Those interested in doing 
business in Gabon may wish to review “Marketing in Gabon" (March 
1987), "Investment Climate Statement: Gabon" (April 1988), 
published by the U.S. Department of Commerce, and “Background 
Notes: Gabon" available through the U.S. Department of State. 
Firms are also encouraged to contact the American Embassy in 
Libreville or the U.S. Department of Commerce Gabon Desk Officer 
(202/377-0357) for further information or assistance. 
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